This paper will discuss the impact of Islamophobia and racism on Arab and Muslim women's activism.
Introduction
This paper will discuss the impact of Islamophobia on Arab and Muslim women's activism. Arab and Muslim women in Australia are from a wide variety of different backgrounds and their experience varies in terms of age, class, ethnicity, religious background and beliefs, profession, education and family relationships. They are active in a number of different ways, in anti-poverty programs, in anti-war and antiracist movements, union movements and in welfare and community organisations. In the second section, I will discuss my methodology and conceptual framework. A critical theme that runs through this paper is that contemporary debates around Arab and Muslim women are essentialising. By this I mean that debates which focus on abstract questions such as the symbolic meaning of the hijab assume that the experience of Arab and Muslim women is uniform and unchanging and has no relation to the material conditions of their lives. These perspectives therefore fail to consider the ways in which structures such as class, ethnicity, age and gender intersect in women's lives to create a complex lived experience, which, I argue, gives rise to their strategies of resistance. In this second section, I will also discuss theoretical approaches to diaspora, class, identity, racism, Islamophobia, gender and the politics of assimilation. I argue in order to capture the complexity and dynamism of women's activism a critical approach is needed which takes on essentialist and racist arguments about the role of Arab and Muslim women. In the third section, I will discuss the use of international comparative frameworks to examine the material conditions of women's lives in diaspora in Muslim majority countries and in Western countries, with reference to Afghan Women, (2007) by Elaheh Rostami-Povey. In the fourth section, I will present my empirical research, which is based on in-depth interviews with three activists in Sydney carried out in 2008. Using quotes from these interviews, I will demonstrate three points: Firstly that despite views of Arab and Muslim communities as 'insular' and conservative', Arab and Muslim activists have high levels of involvement in political movements and community welfare organisations.
Secondly that they are articulating an Australian-diasporic identity that is based on their actual experience and challenges notions of 'white Australia' from which they are excluded. Thirdly, that their task is being made much harder by the level of racism and Islamophobia that is directed to them and by the resurgence of the politics of assimilation in Australia.
Methodology and Conceptual Framework
My research methodology is based on qualitative participatory research approaches which have the benefit of allowing the researcher to learn from the knowledge and experience of women and to use that experience as a means of empowerment (Cook and Kothari, 2001; Laws et al., 2003) . A critical theme that runs through this paper is that contemporary debates about Arabs, Muslims and Islam fail to capture the dynamism, diversity and complexity of actual lived experience. Therefore, despite the criticisms of this approach as being too subjectivist, I believe that it is important to hear women speak in their own words (Rostami-Povey, 2007; Khalili, 2007) . The aim was not to provide a representative sample of the views of all Australian women who identify as either Arab and/or Muslim but to learn from the participant's specialised knowledge, although each of the participants felt that their experience was shared in the wider community. Therefore the aim is to produce qualitative data that can be understood in the contemporary Australian political context and can be used for the purpose of theory development.
Diaspora, Groups and Identity
This paper is about Arab and Muslim women's activism in Australia and so terms such as 'diaspora', 'identity' and 'community' are important yet problematic concepts. The term 'diaspora' is associated with the mass migration of a population who have suffered the traumatic experience of loss of homeland (Gilroy, 1993) . In more recent literature the meaning of the term has broadened to encompass second, third and fourth generation descendents of migrants and those not associated with specific ethno-cultural groups. However, as its meaning has proliferated, it has become harder to define what constitutes 'diaspora' and arguably this has led to a loss in the conceptual coherence of the term (Brubaker, 2005) . In this paper I use 'diaspora' as Brubaker suggests as a claim rather than an entity (2005, p.12) . I also argue that the 'claim' diaspora is intimately connected to the lived experience of women and involves a complex process of positive political identification rather than the more negative 'boundary maintenance' strategies that Brubaker describes (2005, p. 6) . It is important to recognise, as Edward Said argues, that 'identities' are not fixed, permanent and immutable (Said, 1996) but that in fact all identities are hybrid, involve processes of making claims and are "political interventions and constructions of social reality" (Anthias, 2001, p. 619) . One of the problematic aspects of how antiracism has been conceptualised and written about in academic and policy making circles has been the reification of static concepts of 'ethnicity', 'community' and 'groupness' (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992) . However, Anthias (2001) argues that arguments that paint a picture in which identity is a choice and hybridity a product of a new transnational age often disregard the uneven and unequal access to power and resources among individuals in society and in global capitalism. In doing so, they fall into the same trap as the essentialist approaches that they rightly criticise (2001, p. 637) . In this paper I argue that while all identities are fluid and hybrid, the space in which their fluidity and hybridity is expressed and lived is not a level playing field, but is one that is constrained by unequal access to economic, social and political power. Using this theoretical approach allows analysis of how structures such as class, ethnicity, gender and age intersect in women's lives with discourses of religion, race, assimilation and sexism and play an important role in the construction of hybrid identities.
Islamophobia and Racism
In this paper I argue that Islamophobia is a form of contemporary racism which impacts on women's experiences of activism. However the meaning of the term 'Islamophobia' and the nature of its relationship to racism are contested. Miles (2003) argues that Islamophobia intersects with racism by defining Muslims as a racialised group as well as a religious 'Other' and Islam as homogenous, essentially different from the West and inferior (Miles, 2003, p. 165) . Halliday (1999) (Manning, 2006, pp. 22-23) . Poynting et al. (2004) argue that homogenising, essentialising discourses which blur the lines between ethnicity, religion and culture serve a specific purpose in contemporary Australian society which intersects with racism. They argue that discourses around Arabs and Muslims in Australia are not simply racialised, i.e. reduced to a set of essentialised 'racial' characteristics, but racialised in order to construct them as the 'Other' and as less human and evil (2004, p. 45) . In this paper I argue that Islamophobia and racism towards Muslims are more than a series of lies or myths which can be blown away to reveal the truth (Said, 1995, p. 6) . The ideology of Islamophobia reveals the very real and concrete powerrelationships that persist in contemporary Western states, including Australia. These are 'security states', in that they are states in which the domestic population is subjected to unprecedented surveillance, search and detention powers by the police and security organisations in the name of 'national security'. Islamophobia is therefore intimately connected with the political and economic interests of contemporary states, in which any form of activism, dissent and difference, be it ethnic, religious or sexual difference, is equated with terror and a threat to national security (Young, 2003, p. 8) .
Gender and the Politics of Assimilation
Ideas of 'civilising the Orient' which were used as a pretext for colonial rule in the 19 th and 20 th centuries were gendered in that they posited that Arabs and Muslims were both unable to govern their own countries and unwilling to protect 'their'
women. (Young, 2003; Bahramitash, 2005; Rostami-Povey, 2007) . In the post-Cold
War era the idea of non-Westerners and particularly women as passive victims in need of rescue has gained further impetus through the rise of humanitarian and human rights discourses. Laleh Khalili argues that human rights discourses transformed the politics of resistance; revolution and liberation, which were products of the mass movements of the 1960s and 1970s, into a humanitarian project of securing aid for the countless, nameless and objectified victims of hunger, war and conflict worldwide.
This shift, which occurred in the context of the US's rise in status to the world's only remaining superpower, has she states, de-politicised issues of war, conflict and hunger and in turn produced a "politics of pity", which denies the possibility of agency and the capacity and necessity of resistance (Khalili, 2007, p. 36) . In more recent years Muslim majority countries (Paydar, 1995) . This situation has been worsened by the failure of Western feminism to take up issues of war and racism. Stanley and Wise argue that the lack of a women's movement in Western countries combined with the institutionalisation of academic feminism, has allowed women's liberation to be used in a way that has at best, failed to oppose war and racism and at worst, colluded with the neo-conservatives and supported assimilationist policies (Stanley and Wise, 2000) . Sherene Razack (2008) argues when gender is relied on to support the politics of assimilation, a choice is presented to Muslim women: "either we take the cure (the bombs on our heads and the camps), or we endure patriarchal violence" (2008, p. 18).
The 'choice' that is set up here between oppression and assimilation is problematic as it assumes that Western women are liberated. Secondly arguments which fail to criticise the essentialist 'cultural-religious' framework through which debates around Arab and Muslim women are conducted and present assimilation as a 'choice' end up supporting essentialist notions of culture and white racial superiority (Fekete, 2008, p. 10).
International Comparative Frameworks
In recent years a number of studies have been conducted which utilise international comparative frameworks in an effort to go beyond essentialising discourses and focus on the material conditions of women's lives ( The three participants argued that through their activism they are creating identities that challenge ideas of Australian white Christian exclusivity which they felt constitutes Islam as the threatening 'Other' and uses this construction to justify war and social exclusion. In opposing this, they felt that they were not rejecting notions of Australian-ness or acting as the 'long distance nationalists' that Brubaker (2005: 2) describes but articulating positive ideas of Australian-ness based on their political identifications, experiences and engagement in society. Sevgi Yildiz describes her work with a Turkish community welfare foundation as helping young migrants from In constructing identities that reflected their experience, these activists stressed that they were not accepting assimilation which they saw as problematic and racist.
Sabrine distinguished between the ideas of 'living 'peacefully' and assimilation: Women's activism needs to be contextualised, i.e. seen within the context of the actual material conditions in which women live. Responses to these material conditions and to oppression need to be recognised in their complexity. If we want to change the way in which women respond to the material conditions in which they find themselves, I argue that we should focus, as activists on changing the material conditions themselves rather than seeking to change women's responses after the fact.
Arguments that focus purely on the symbolic meaning of women's responses without addressing the political context in which these responses occur run the risk of falling in to the trap of accepting assimilationist discourses that are based on notions of passivity, clash of cultures and cultural exclusivity. Therefore, 'After the Neo-Con men', building broad movements that oppose war, racism and Islamophobia remains essential for activists and is part of an international movement which can connect into and strengthen the struggles of Arab and Muslim women.
